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Global City: Malay Motion Pictures, 
Mambang Moden and the Contested 
Terrains of Singapore History1 
Benjamin McKay 
As Singapore commenced its journey from a post-war colonial city 
to an independent nation state, the city transformed itself partly 
through the adoption of new modes of leisure practice. Singaporean 
society began to engage with the icons of material modernity through 
a subtle, but palpable subversion of established modes of popular 
cultural expression. Local films addressed the processes and the 
material icons of post-war American style modernity through a 
dialogue with the audience that was ultimately shaped by increasing 
access to global "western" culture. At the same time audiences 
reassessed their relationship with the cinematic cultures of India, 
China, Hong Kong and Taiwan as those cultures themselves dealt 
with American cultural hegemony. 
This article explores the manner in which local filmmakers and 
audiences synthesised and localised their engagement with post-
war consumer affluence - real and imagined. The rise of popular 
magazines, access to a burgeoning and global "youth" culture, the 
popularity of rock and roll and the adoption of fashion garments 
that embodied these changes led to new modes of Singaporean self-
projection and identity. Local cuisine - always an important part of 
the city-state's identity - was transformed. The meal itself became 
as much an act of leisure as attending movies, reading popular 
magazines and adorning oneself with the latest fashions. All of these 
activities became a part of a recognisable "style." 
This article asserts that the reinvention of Singaporean self-
projection in the period 1955-1970 is directly related to the variety 
and breadth of available cinematic culture - both local and imported. 
A rising middle class and a relatively youthful population 
"Singaporeanised" a sense of global style that has become 
synonymous with our broader nostalgic reflections of the nineteen 
fifties and sixties. The article concludes by looking at the manner in 
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which contemporary Singapore addresses the legacy of that time 
and its popular culture - as both nostalgia and for the purpose of 
the nation-building enterprise. 
Introduction 
This article proposes to link the past with the present, the heritage with 
the heritage reception. It is informed by Marc Ferro's notion of film as 
both a source and an agent of history2. Indeed it will take that idea one 
step further by claiming that film can be a source and an agent of history 
at one and the same time if one adopts a flexible approach to matters 
temporal. Cinematic heritage 'lives' across and through time and it is at 
the nexus between past projection and contemporary understanding and 
appreciation that the search for historical 'truths' through filmic analysis 
can often best be found. 
This paper broadly explores the manner in which local filmmakers 
and audiences synthesised and localised their engagement with post-
war consumer affluence - real and imagined. The rise of popular 
magazines, access to a burgeoning and global 'youth' culture, the 
popularity of rock and roll and the adoption of fashion garments that 
embodied these changes led to new modes of Singaporean and Malaysian 
self-projection and identity. On film this is best exemplified in the Malay 
community as their stories and talents dominated the local Singaporean 
film industry. It is argued here that cinema and its associated leisure 
activities were the catalysts in this process of broader self-projection 
and that an already trans-national film industry in Singapore was an 
active agent in the dissemination of post-war modernity and of the 
localised responses to that modernity. 
As Singapore commenced its journey from a post-war colonial city 
to an independent nation state, the city developed rapidly and this can be 
discerned partly through the adoption of new modes of leisure practice. 
Singaporean society began to engage with the icons of material modernity 
through a subtle, but palpable subversion of established modes of popular 
cultural expression. Local films addressed the processes and the material 
icons of post-war American style modernity through a dialogue with the 
audience that was ultimately shaped by increasing access to global 
'western' culture. At the same time audiences reassessed their 
relationship with the cinematic cultures of India, China, Hong Kong and 
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Taiwan as those cultures themselves dealt with American cultural 
hegemony. At a local film production level this cultural reassessment 
and dialogue took place in an almost exclusively Malay language film 
industry. 
In a recent book published on Malaysian cinema and literature in the 
1980s and 1990s, Khoo Gaik Cheng describes the cinematic output of 
Malaysian cinema in that period as a 'Cinema of Denial'.3 In looking at 
the cinematic legacy of Malay language motion pictures from the 1950s 
and 1960s I am comfortable with broadly labelling that legacy as a 'Cinema 
of Possibilities' and this article will explore that idea further. 
It will be argued that in these Malay language motion pictures it was 
largely representations of women on screen that explored both the 
processes of modernity and the material icons of that modernity. An 
examination of this feature will be done by way of an exemplar with an 
analysis of one particular film released in 1964, Mambang Moden (Dir: 
Jamil Sulong). The use of women as sites for the projection of modernity 
will be explored through a reading of this film and its thematic relationship 
toward a broader oeuvre within the local Malay film industry at that 
time. 
In August 2005 the modern nation state of Singapore celebrated its 
40th anniversary of independence. Among the numerous festivities that 
took place to mark that anniversary were a number of events that 
reappraise the popular cultural legacy of the 1960s in Singapore. The 
rehabilitation and re-imagining of 1960s Singapore through nostalgia for 
the popular culture of that time reveals some interesting cleavages in 
matters of cultural self-projection that have taken place between 1965 
and 2005. Popular cinema and a large amount of popular music from the 
1950s and 1960s was predominantly the result of the unique contribution 
of local Malay artists and entertainers. Ironically by revisiting this cultural 
heritage modern Singaporeans are also reminded of the very real political 
and social schisms that marked their moment of independence - the 
break with Malaysia - and again this nostalgia has for some posed the 
very vexed contemporary political question as to who in fact is the 
custodian of that cultural legacy today. This cultural rehabilitation has 
revealed a complex but integrated multiculturalism in early 1960s Singapore 
that may well be now lost through temporal translation to the majority of 
contemporary Singaporeans. Due largely to government language policies 
in the years between 1965 and 2005, English and Mandarin have replaced 
Malay as the lingua franca in multicultural Singapore. Can this cultural 
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legacy speak to all Singaporeans? How is that past reinterpreted to help 
them understand their present? Does this legacy now find a home only 
across the Causeway in contemporary Malaysia? 
By linking the past with the present this paper will examine what 
was being projected to local audiences in the early 1960s and how those 
same texts have been rehabilitated as part of a new and contemporary 
'Singapore Story'. By doing this we can see how a cultural artefact or 
group of artefacts resonates and alters over time, thus revealing the 
very processes of history at first hand. A text need not therefore be 
isolated in time and space, but lives on across time to inform the present 
of the past and the past of the present by crossing discernible temporal 
borders. 
Crossing Temporal Borders 
In assessing changing visions of Singapore as a global city over time 
through an analysis that is based on films, and in this paper on one 
particular film as an exemplar, I contend that we are crossing temporal 
boundaries in an effort to seek particular historical 'truths'. But before 
we assess those temporal borders let us briefly acknowledge the 
continuingly problematical matter of hard geographical boundaries. 
In 1965 Singapore awkwardly left the Malaysian Federation. It had 
never been an easy alliance and a series of complex incidents led 
eventually to her 'expulsion' from Malaysia. Founded as a separate 
colonial entity by the British as an entrepot port, Singapore had always 
felt that it relied on its relationship with the Malay (-sian) hinterland for 
its immediate economic survival. That perception was somewhat at odds 
with its status as an entrepot port, for there is a large body of literature 
that contends that Singapore had always had quite justifiable pretensions 
to the status of a global city. It was a free port that at different junctures 
in its history acted as host to several dynamic and sometimes volatile 
political, cultural, religious and literary movements. These movements 
always spoke for larger terrains. In the late nineteenth century the city 
was a sanctuary for Islamic modernists who challenged orthodoxies within 
both the Malay States and the islands of the Dutch East Indies. The 
colonial authorities in Singapore tolerated these activities as part of their 
acceptance that it made the city an important part of the Hajj network. 
A prolific Malay language publishing industry began to thrive in Singapore 
from that time. 
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Post war Singapore again became an important location for the 
development of modern Malay culture. It saw the birth of a literary 
movement known as Angkatan Sastrawan Limapuluh (ASAS 50)4 -
the Generation of 50s Writers - and at about the same time we can 
discern the genesis of a local Malay language film industry. The literary 
and film communities worked closely together on many projects and 
their work was sustained and supported by a thriving Malay publishing 
industry. The rise of Malay nationalism and of Malayan communism 
was as much a part of Singapore's story as it was of the Malay states. 
The Malay language was the lingua franca in an ethnically and linguistically 
diverse society and Malay language popular culture was consumed across 
these diverse language and ethnic groups. This was also true north of 
the causeway that linked Singapore to the Malay states and that later 
joined it in the brief political experiment of Singapore-Malaysian 
integration. 
Discerning the shift between Singaporean self projection as evident 
in the local Malay language film industry on the eve of independence 
and the manner in which that cinematic legacy is read and assimilated in 
today's Singapore is revealing of a number of profound shifts and 
cleavages over that time. In just forty years we appear to have two quite 
different visions of the city-state. One is largely optimistic and 
contemporaneous and the other is more determinist and reflective. At 
the interstices that separate these visions of Singapore lies another 
narrative and that is the story of post independence reinvention. In the 
process many of the cultural artefacts that may now be seen as quaint 
and nostalgic have had their 'meanings' altered in the crossing from one 
temporal zone to another. Indeed their very provenance and custodianship 
is open to differing interpretations and to differing claims. 
Mambang Modem and Women as Agents of 
Modernity 
At the International Convention of Asia Scholars (ICAS) held in Singapore 
in August 2003, I delivered a paper with the title, 'Framing Melayu: 
Negotiating Malay Identity Through Cinematic Treatments of Peril and 
Exclusivity, 1947-1965.' In that paper I touched upon the volatile social, 
political, religious and economic change within the region and discussed 
the period between about 1950 and 1970 as one of transition. I also 
noted that the political, social and cultural changes taking place within 
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the region were dealt with on screen locally in a largely muted fashion -
as subtle subtexts in other narratives. The multicultural reality of Singapore 
and Malaya was largely ignored. In that paper I spoke of an on screen 
'ethno-scape' - and rather glibly I described it as a screen culture akin 
to something one might call Planet Melayu. 
It is true that cinematic production in Singapore and later in Kuala 
Lumpur was a Malay language and largely Malay affair. Having said 
that we tend to ignore the fact that from the outset this industry was 
heavily influenced by the input of directors of Indian descent (either 
migrants or locally born Indians) and that the large numbers of people of 
Chinese extraction were involved in both a technical and creative manner 
in the day to day production of local films. Indeed the two major studios 
- Shaw Bros Malay Film Productions and Loke Wan Tho's Cathay-
Keris - were part of Chinese run multinational film corporations. 
In 2003 at ICAS I posited the idea that a sense of 'peril' was at the 
heart of Malay cinematic treatments of the 'other' - and that Chinese 
and Indian citizens of Singapore and Malaya, while largely absent from 
the screen, played a part in the overall subtext of many of these films 
and could be seen as purveyors of occupations and lifestyles that might 
pose a threat to a traditional Malay order and customs. When they did 
appear on the screen they were stereotyped and often the subject of 
humour. I have in the two years since the ICAS conference revisited 
that idea and now found that I had perhaps been too harsh. There was a 
sense of peril and a fear of outsiders in many Malay motion pictures - it 
drove the narratives in dramas, melodramas and comedies. But the peril 
was just as likely to have come from within the Malay community as 
from without and I feel now that the cinema of the 1950s and 1960s — at 
least until the late 1960s was actually one that embraced a sense of 
place and inclusion - even while appearing to exclude on screen the 
very multicultural reality of the region. These films were popular with 
local audiences of both Chinese and Indian extraction. Perhaps it might 
be easier to simply say that the studios - the Chinese run studios - were 
simply producing a product for a demographic that would have otherwise 
been ignored had they not made Malay language films. Criticisms of 
racial exclusion in Malay language cinema are much easier to level against 
the industry from the late 1960s through the 1970s, 1980s and one could 
argue until the present day. The 1950s and 1960s while politically volatile 
periods in race relations, had a greater sense of inclusiveness than the 
periods that followed. A capacity across the ethnicities in speaking Malay 
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as a common language was partly responsible for this sense of place 
and broader community. 
At that same conference in Singapore my colleague Timothy Barnard 
gave a paper that reassessed the role of women in the films of the so-
called 'Era Emas - Golden Years' of Malay cinema. He noted a 
discernible shift from the old binary representation of women as good 
girl/ bad girl stereotypes from the late 1950s onwards.5 He claimed that 
women became the embodiment of representations of modernity. I am 
keen here to take that idea a step further. If we see these popular 
commercial motion pictures as entertainments that dealt largely in a subtle 
and oblique manner with the very real and often threatening environment 
of post war transition in the society that produced them, we need to ask 
ourselves what these films were actually projecting to their audiences 
about that society. From the late 1950s through until just after Singapore 
gained her independence in 1965 we see a cinema of optimism or what 
I label more broadly a cinema of possibilities. Narratives may have been 
driven by peril and fear and horror was a favourite staple of the cinematic 
diet, but there was a pervasive sense of hope and a palpable degree of 
progress - both in representations of self and culture and in material 
well-being. 
Jamil Sulong's film Mambang Moden is a case in point. From the 
opening credits we see a dynamic and modern Singapore. The credits 
open with women modelling the latest 'European' style fashions - indeed 
the first few women on screen are European, then we see Chinese, 
Indian and finally Malay women modelling these clothes and hairstyles. 
There is a very deliberate attempt from the outset to place the Malay 
community into a global community - one driven by the material 
accoutrements of post war modernity and conspicuous consumption. 
This theme drives this film as it did numerous other Malay language 
films of this period. In the earlier Malay films the major narrative binary 
was between good and bad - both in representations of women and in 
the manner in which the urban / kampung divide was dealt with on screen. 
The new binaries in narrative construction from the late 1950s onwards 
centred upon the divide between women and men and their capacities 
for the adoption of modernity and material progress. In this binary the 
kampung became a place that one needs to elevate oneself out of. The 
detached home in a new housing estate and the city apartment were the 
location of progress. With luck and sometimes a little guile, the transition 
could be made. 
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The primary site of modernity in many films like Mambang Moden 
is the entertainment industry itself. Malay cinema was often introspective 
in that many narratives dealt with people involved in the very industry 
that created the product. The motion picture industry was related closely 
to the recording industry and naturally the orchestra, big band and nightclub 
featured in many films. So too did the theatre and the movie set itself. 
This industry and the venues associated with it became the locus for 
expressions of material modernity and for challenging ideas that could 
be perceived as traditional and in the way of developmental progress. 
Women and their role within society was a consistent platform to explore 
these binaries. 
Mambang Moden is framed at beginning and end with on stage 
theatrical light entertainment. In the opening scene we see a sophisticated 
and urbane comedian in a dialogue with a 'hick' transplant to Singapore 
from Terengganu. He is being quizzed about contemporary popular culture 
and the icons of material progress and while he tries to bluster his way 
through the quiz he is clearly out of his depth. In a telling moment he is 
asked to spell the name of a leading performer in rumi6. Rumi was being 
slowly introduced as the favoured means for writing Malay at this time 
after some long standing resistance to it from within the community. 
Here rumi is seen as evidence of modernity. 
The film has an air of a catalogue about it - we see housing estates 
and brand new shiny cars as we travel about the city. Often cars are 
parked next to bicycles and rickshaws as evidence of the status of their 
owners. Modernity is however best captured in scenes of domesticity. 
Traditional images are now framed works of art on the walls of an affluent 
middle class or upwardly mobile and aspiring family home. Functional 
modern furniture decorates the home, and the camera idly lingers on 
telephones, record players, reel to reel tape recorders and refrigerators. 
Women are the masters of this domain and they have an assured command 
over the products at their disposal. 
Men on the other hand appear to stumble through their relationship 
with material modernity and consumerism. They may take pride in their 
cars and dream of replacing their record players with tape machines, but 
they are often victims of these appliances and their women folk are 
there to keep them in line and show them how to command their 
acquisitions. Often in the narrative there are humorous moments when 
we see that it is men who are holding women back. Modernity is about 
leisure, time saving, comfort and convenience. It is also about status. 
While women appear empowered by their ease with these material 
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possessions and are elegantly dressed to cope with them, they too are 
seen as material acquisitions. Glamour is something one can attain with 
luck and a glamorous partner is what our male protagonists appear to 
seek. Domestic bliss is a two- storey home in the tranquillity of suburbia. 
In Mambang Moden our leading man is Anwar, a singer on the 
rise. He is captivated in this film by two women - one an already wealthy 
and single career woman who has a home littered with material 
conveniences and the other is an aspiring singer who aims to achieve 
what the other woman has attained. The film centres its narrative upon 
Anwar making a choice as to which of these two women he will devote 
himself to. There are shades of the earlier binary representations of 
women here. Our wealthy independent career woman is perhaps a little 
too independent and conniving, but having said that there is no attempt to 
suggest that aspiring to her level of material progress is a bad thing. If 
one maintains a strong and sound degree of values, embracing materialism 
will not adversely alter your character. 
Early in the film there is narrative dialogue extolling the virtues of 
zaman moden. Modernity is juxtaposed against an older generation who 
struggle with it. It is interesting to note here that in this film like many 
others, the juxtaposition often centres around the idea of mistaken 
identities - in Mambang Moden, the mistaken identity theme is played 
for both laughs and as a agent for narrative development. One triumphs 
when one has mastered the mistaken identity. 
The road to material progress is littered with dangers however. In 
Mambang Moden an escaped criminal (prang gild) menaces the night, 
but the warning of his escape is delivered to all by their large radio sets 
and a sense of community security is attained by their mastery of tools 
of mass communication. Later, a young kampung boy out on his bicycle, 
is hit by a speeding car, and mistaken identity briefly means that our hero 
Anwar is blamed for the crime and he needs to talk his way out of 
revenge from a group of kampung vigilantes. A shady and dishonest 
past on your road to material progress can (and will) catch up with you. 
At the end of the film Anwar is unable to save our independently wealthy 
career woman from the evil clutches of our escaped criminal, but as sad 
luck would have it she taped the incident and there is the hope that her 
truth and his guilt will prevail thanks to technology. 
One delightful scene in this film shows our wealthy woman 
demonstrating how to use a reel to reel tape recorder to a young man. 
He has trouble mastering the speed on the play back and a comic scene 
ensues whereby with a lot of help from the woman he masters the 
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intricacies of the device finally. Comic tableaux such as this featured in 
numerous Malay language films from this period. Are we seeing a latent 
feminism in these representations of female mastery over the icons of 
material progress and developmental modernity? 
The answer to that question is perhaps relative. I do not believe that 
these women were overtly empowered as they remained symbols rather 
than fully fledged independent women. But given the conservative nature 
of their society it is interesting that such representations took place. 
They did not however take place in isolation. Hollywood cinema from 
the 1950s is full of images of domestic modernity and post war material 
progress and again women were seen to be able to harness this modernity 
for the betterment of an entire family - a new family it should be pointed 
out - nuclear, self sufficient and affluent. These images were not however 
adopted wholly from Hollywood. The very same studios that were making 
these Malay language films in Singapore were making Cantonese and 
Mandarin language films in Hong Kong and an entire oeuvre of 'working 
girl movies' from Hong Kong were being screened to audiences in 
Singapore. Cathay through their Hong Kong arm MP&GI released such 
titles as Mambo Girl (1957) Her Tender Heart (1959), Air Hostess 
(1959) June Bride (1960) and Sun, Moon and Star (1961) and 
deliberately set an agenda on representing modern career women who 
questioned a traditional order and adopted an aesthetic that while modern 
and international still claimed a sense of Chinese-ness. These women 
travelled, were educated, independent and aspired to progress. Mary 
Wong has described the Cathay - MP&GI films of this ilk as part of a 
"modernity program".7 Many of the stylistic and thematic hallmarks of 
those Hong Kong films were adapted to the Malay language films of 
Singapore at this time. 
One can attribute such a modernity program to two important post 
war developments - a rising middle class, and in the case of Singapore 
and Malaya, a broader engagement with the processes of decolonisation 
and post-colonialism. In this transitional phase in the nation building project 
the need to project an air of modernity and aspiring affluence served the 
greater good of burgeoning post war local economies. The capitalist 
industrialists that ran these studios were aware of the messages they 
were sending and as Wong has claimed it was part of a deliberate agenda.8 
It is interesting to point out too that this agenda was not without its 
critics. Many in Singapore and Malaya were opposed to this type of 
representation of women. As Barnard has noted the changing role of 
women in Malay society can be attributed to a growing sense of 
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nationalism in Malay society during the 1950s.9 While women had not as 
yet made an impact in the Malay literary scene, they had increasingly 
commanded an ever more important role in the entertainment industry, 
including in production. Malay film stars continued to advocate a degree 
of material modernity off screen too, and we see at this time a large 
number or women's lifestyle magazines enter the market that dealt with 
their private lives as well as utilised their images in advertisements. One 
of the female stars of Mambang Moden is Saadiah, a woman who 
came to represent on screen, in magazines and in advertisements much 
that was new and novel for Malay women at this time - domestic bliss, 
a successful career, a stylish veneer of modernity, and a happy young 
family. A woman like Saadiah was emblematic of an optimistic, 
materialistic, and thoroughly modern and urbane life. 
Global City: Film, Fashion and Food 
The city of Singapore has had one of the worlds most consistently high 
per capita cinema attendance rates since the early 1920s. Singapore and 
Malaya were well known for their integrated leisure venues - the Great 
Worlds, the Happy Worlds, and the New Worlds for instance. These 
large amusement parks housed everything from dance halls, to bangsawan 
troupes, to Chinese opera, cabaret and cinemas. They had a slightly 
notorious reputation in the years up until the Second World War, but in 
the post war years they became sites for mass entertainment. They 
began to however be replaced by new venues for leisure practice in the 
1960s. A trend emerged to compartmentalise entertainment venues. 
Singapore had stand alone grand cinemas since the early part of the 
century, but the development of the Cathay Building just prior to the 
Japanese occupation saw a new type of venue emerge. By the 1960s 
more and more Singaporeans were watching films in stand-alone purpose 
built cinemas with air conditioning and attached fast food eateries. Some 
critics have seen this development as one that affected the manner in 
which Singaporeans would eat out. Indeed there is a new and nostalgically 
based literature that talks about the late 1950s and 1960s as the high 
point in the development of what we now know as Singaporean cuisine.10 
There is a discernible link to cinema going, dining out and expressions 
of modernity through dress at this time.11 The cinema showed audiences 
how to dress with an air of modernity and the venues where they watched 
these films began to provide aspiring young Singaporeans with a social 
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space to achieve their self-projected modernity. It was not however a 
total emulation of American mass entertainment. While Singapore (and 
Malaya) did have drive through cinemas, it was the urban theatre and 
attached venues that made 1960s Singaporean cinema attendance unique. 
A growing capacity in English saw many more people attending Hollywood 
movies, but not initially at the expense of local and Chinese and Indian 
films. 
While the history books look at this period of Singaporean and 
Malay(sian) history as a time of great upheaval - a Communist 
Emergency, competing visions of a post-colonial state, mass labour unrest 
etc - the popular culture of the time exuded an air of progressive 
optimism. It produced a cinema of articulated possibilities. This mood 
was both on the screen and at the very heart of the venues where you 
watched these films. It was in the magazines and advertisements. A 
discernible style had developed - international but localised. It was in 
how you dressed, what you watched and where you watched it. And it 
was in food. Food became a leisure activity rather than simply a means 
of survival and the pleasure and leisure zones in the city redefined the 
local cuisine by making it affordable and fast and by infusing it with 
influences from abroad. Eating out, like going out to enjoy a movie in 
your best clothes was a sign of growing affluence and became a hallmark 
for the growing middle classes. This trend began to appear in the early 
1960s and its growth over the next two decades is a further indicator of 
the economic changes that took place in the city at that time. 
Material modernity on screen was consumed locally across a diverse 
array of cinematic experiences. From The Shaw and Cathay released 
Hong Kong motion pictures to their local Malay language film productions 
and to cinema from America and the subcontinent. The changes that 
took place on screen in Malay language local productions and the sense 
that modernity was triumphing cannot be seen in isolation. Global 
influences helped to shape the assertion of a global city and Singapore 
embraced these forces and fashioned it in its own image. 
Whose Past is it Anyway? Re-Imagining 1960s 
Singapore Popular Culture and Cultural History 
Contemporary Singapore has commenced a re-imagining of her volatile 
and creatively fertile social and cultural history of the 1960s. A deliberate 
effort to provide post-colonial national narratives to the present generation 
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of younger Singaporeans has been undertaken by a number of state 
institutions such as the National Archives, the National History Museum 
and several broadcasting authorities.12 The social, political and cultural 
heritage of 1960s Singapore is being utilised in the contemporary nation-
building project. By doing this many cultural artefacts of the 1960s have 
been ostensibly rehabilitated. The use of nostalgia through a reclaimed 
pride in the cinematic and musical legacies of 1960s Singapore has helped 
to create a picture of an already dynamic, global city. Ironically this 
cultural rehabilitation has revealed a complex but integrated 
multiculturalism in the 1960s that may well have been partly lost to today's 
Singapore. 
In 2005 as part of anniversary celebrations a series of events took 
place that aimed to focus contemporary Singaporeans on their 1960s 
heritage. A number of compilation CD's have been released that highlight 
the richness of local 1960s rock and roll music and much of it was Malay. 
The 2005 Singapore Food Festival attempted to talk up the birth of truly 
local Singaporean food as a 1960s phenomena - it held a weekend long 
event called Makan Mania 60s at Bugis Village. 1960s fashion has been 
looked at and a number of books about life in the era of independence 
have been released. These rehabilitations were well embraced. 
In terms of filmic analysis I am most interested in an event that had 
been organised by Phish Communications and sponsored by the Singapore 
Film Commission and the Ministry of Information, Communications and 
the Arts. It was 'Screen Singapore 2005' a month long Festival of films 
that spanned 50 years of local productions. In the introduction to the 
Festival catalogue it is stated that cinema "has always been one of the 
best media to capture the identity of a nation as it reflects with immediacy 
the society it comes from." The catalogue mentions that these films 
chart the physical transformations of the city as well as social changes 
experienced by her peoples.13 
Of the early Malay language film industry, the Festival screened a 
number of 'classic' works such as PenarikBecha (1955, Dir: P. Ramlee), 
Azimat (1958, Dir: Rolf Bayer), Satay (1958, Dir: K.M. Baxter), Sumpah 
Pontianak (1958, Dir: B.N. Rao), Rasa Sayang-Eh (1958, Dir: L. 
Krishnan), Korban Fitnah (1959, Dir: RL. Kapur), Ibu Mertuaku (1962, 
Dir: P. Ramlee), Labu dan Labi (1962, Dir: P. Ramlee), Darah Muda 
(1963, Dir: Jamil Sulong), Jiran Sekampong (1965, Dir: Hussain Haniff), 
Chinta Kaseh Sayang (1965, Dir: Hussain Haniff), Jeffri Zain - Gerak 
Kilat (1965, Dir: Jamil Sulong) and Kekaseh (1968, Dir: Noordin Ahmad). 
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The only Mandarin language film to be screened from this early period is 
indeed the only Mandarin film made in Singapore up until the 1970s - Yi 
Sui's 1960 Lion City. 
The Festival curator Raphael Millet told me that audience numbers 
were down for the screenings of the Malay language films and that 
those attending were largely people from the local Malay community.14 
Philip Cheah of the Singapore International Film Festival has also 
confirmed that when he held retrospectives on the work of P. Ramlee 
and of films produced by the Cathay studios the vast majority of those 
attending were from the Malay community.15 Can these Malay language 
films from Singapore's past speak to non-Malay Singaporeans today? 
They once did. 
Of those films screened it is interesting that many that were chosen 
highlight the quest for modernity and the gendered sense of the icons of 
modernity. We could see the city scape changing from the mid 1950s and 
1960s. There are the early HDB estates, the grand theatres such as the 
Alhambra, the Majestic, the Capitol and the Cathay. A common feature 
in several films is the new novelty of air travel and the sense of mobility 
as a signifier of both status and modernity. The program notes for the 
comedy action adventure Jeffri Zain - Gerak Kilat (1965) note that it 
is about the "usual spy plot of saving the world against the baddies.. .but 
the Asian twist gives this film a special touch. Loads of fun to watch for 
its fashion, styling and music! Singapore as a backdrop seems like a 
happening place to be in the 60s."16 
Also screening on television to commemorate the forty years of 
independence was a special event premiere of a recent cinematic 
rendering of the events leading up to the birth of modern Singapore. The 
film is Jack Neo's film Home Run (2003). Home Run is a reflective 
piece that sees a very different Singapore to the Singapore that was 
being projected by local filmmakers in 1965. A remake of Iranian director 
Majid Majidi's Children of Heaven, this is a sentimental look at the 
birth of the nation. Like its predecessors the historical realities are 
obliquely dealt with, but here we have a Mandarin language film that 
sees the nation state rise through a narrative about two underprivileged 
children.17 It has an air of developmentalism about it, but one that is 
markedly different from the optimistic nature of many of the films that 
were actually made at the time. This is a story that glorifies the humble 
nature of Singapore at its birth, rather than seeing the city as an already 
vital and global entity. It is an exercise in myth making and feeds into the 
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contemporary national historical narrative in ways that the early Malay 
films of the actual time have difficulty doing. It is when viewed next to 
the cinematic output of the period that it claims to represent a revisionist 
historical rendering. 
Perhaps the truth in the Singapore story lies at the interstices between 
present self-reflection and past projection. The change in the perception 
of the past reveals for us the manner in which the society itself has 
changed. As to who now has custodianship of the Malay language 
cinematic heritage I will leave to others to decide, but the gap between 
1965 and its anniversary in 2005 seems to have widened. The heritage 
no longer matches the contemporary projections of Singaporean historical 
understanding and the presence of Malay cultural contributions to the 
Singapore story is perhaps now viewed as culturally quaint rather than 
as a body of cultural work that has the capacity to still resonate with 
contemporary Singaporeans. The films do still have an audience across 
the Causeway in contemporary Malaysia and perhaps the schism in 
their relevance to contemporary audiences within the two countries 
highlights again the changes that have taken place between these two 
neighbours following the very real political schism that saw Singapore 
recently celebrate 40 years of independence from Malaysia. 
Notes 
1
 This article is based upon a paper presented at the Southeast Asian 
Cinemas At The Borders Conference, Thammasat University, 
Bangkok, 15-16 August, 2005. 
2
 Marc Ferro, Cinema and History, (trans. Naomi Greene), Wayne 
State University Press, Detroit, 1988. 
3
 Khoo Gaik Cheng, Reclaiming Adat: Contemporary Malaysian 
Film and Literature, University of British Columbia Press, 
Vancouver, 2006. 
4
 See in particular Virginia Matheson Hooker, Writing A New Society: 
Social Change through the Novel in Malay, University of Hawaii 
Press, Honolulu, 2000, pp. 182-8 and T.N. Harper, The End of 
Empire and the Making of Malaya, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1999, pp. 302-6. 
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5
 Timothy P. Barnard, 'Modern Flowers: Women in 1950s Malay Film', 
unpublished conference paper, 2003. 
6
 Rumi is Malay written in roman script as opposed to Jawi, which is 
Malay written in Arabic script. 
7
 Mary Wong, 'Women Who Cross Borders: MP&GI's Modernity 
Programme' in The Cathay Story, Hong Kong Film Archives, Hong 
Kong, 2002, pp. 162-175. 
8
 Ibid, p. 162. 
9
 Barnard, op cit, p. 9. 
10
 See for example Sylvia Tan, Singapore Heritage Food -
Yesterday's recipes for today's cook, Landmark Books, Singapore, 
2004. 
1 l
 See Timothy P. Barnard, 'Chicken, cakes and kitchens: Food and 
Modernity in Malay film' in Anne L. Bower (ed.), Reel Food: Essays 
on Food and Film, Routledge, London, 2004, pp. 77-87. 
12
 Publications and texts such as the National Heritage Board's 
Singapore: Journey Into Nationhood, Landmark Books, Singapore, 
1998 and the National education Exhibition CD-Rom and film, 
Singapore: Overcoming The Odds, Ministry of Information and 
the Arts, Singapore, 1998 are just two examples of state directed 
narrations of Singapore's history and compliment the two volume 
memoirs by foundation Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew that both 
personalised this narrative as well as emphasised the struggle to 
develop and attain global significance. 
13
 Festival catalogue, "Screen Singapore 2005", Phish Communications, 
Singapore, 2005, p. 3. 
14
 Private conversation, August 2005, Singapore. 
15
 Interview with Philip Cheah, 2005 Singapore International Film 
Festival, April 2005, Singapore. 
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16
 Festival catalogue, op cit, p. 8. 
17
 Even the choice of Mandarin is revisionist as it does not allow for an 
accurate depiction of the Chinese dialects spoken in Singapore at 
the time the film was set. It rather acknowledges the contemporary 
preoccupation with Mandarin as the hegemonic Chinese dialect for 
Singaporean Chinese. 
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